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Early years education encompasses early childhood education and care (ECEC) and the early years of 
school across the age range birth to eight years. The introduction of two national curriculum 
documents for early years education – the Early Years Learning Framework (Department of 
Education, Employment and Workplace Relations DEEWR, 2009) for ECEC programs and the 
Australian Curriculum (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority ACARA, 
2011a) – indicates a trend towards national coherence, yet highlights a gap between notions of 
inclusion in the ECEC and school sectors of early years education. These gaps have the potential to 
impact negatively on school transition experiences through reductions in continuity of pedagogy and 
partnerships with families. Australian definitions of inclusion have moved beyond integration (i.e., 
mainstream classroom placement with support services and accommodations to address disability or 
lack of English), to encompass curricular and pedagogic differentiation catering for the participation 
rights and sense of belonging of children with a diverse range of abilities and backgrounds. This paper 
considers improved curriculum alignment and pedagogic continuity through enactment of elements 
relevant to inclusion. 
 
Early years national curriculum documents 
Early years education has received increasing socio-political attention in Australia, based on 
international and national evidence of the contribution of high quality ECEC and early school 
education to academic outcomes and developmental trajectories (Heckman, 2012; Sammons, Sylva, 
Melhuish, Siraj-Blatchford, Taggart, Elliot, & Marsh, 2004; Thorpe, Taylor, Bridgstock, Grieshaber, 
Skoien, Danby, & Petriwskyj, 2005). While there is a danger that this emphasis risks identifying early 
education as a solution to all social and academic problems (Sumsion, Barnes, Cheeseman, Harrison, 
Kennedy, & Stonehouse, 2009), it has marshalled efforts towards quality improvement and 
curriculum development in ECEC and schools. 
Development of a national Early Years Learning Framework represented a significant change 
for early childhood services, linked to enhanced educational quality and connections with school 
education through a shared use of learning outcomes (Sumsion et al., 2009). This framework 
introduced academic as well as more holistic learning content within a play-based approach and 
linked transition to school with continuity of learning (DEEWR, 2009). While continuity does not 
mean that learning contexts should offer mirror images of curriculum and pedagogy, it does imply 
coherence in ECEC-school and home-school experience (Dockett, Perry, Campbell, Hard, Kearney, 
Taffe, & Greenhill, 2007). The initial versions of the Australian Curriculum demonstrated scant 
attention to the Early Years Learning Framework and gave no indication of how it would interface 
with the content, principles, outcomes or pedagogies of the ECEC framework (Arthur, 2010). Later 
versions of the Australian Curriculum contained brief statements on the gradual introduction of 
formal instruction during the first years of school (ACARA, 2011a), and expanded the descriptions of 
cross-curricular priorities and general capabilities that reflect similar notions of social and cultural 
inclusion to the Early Years Learning Framework (Connor, 2012). Gaps remain, however, in broader 
inclusive provision and educational partnerships, impacting on transition to school and on achieving 
both quality and equity as argued by Grieshaber (2009). The impact on transitions of curriculum 
misalignment, pedagogic discontinuity and reduction in partnerships is of particular concern for 
children with diverse abilities and backgrounds (Dockett, Perry, Kearney, Hampshire, Mason & 
Schmeid, 2011; Thorpe, et al, 2005).  
 
Inclusion in early years national documents 
The Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians drew attention to equity and 
excellence in education, and to improving the outcomes of groups such as Indigenous children as part 
of a social inclusion agenda (Ministerial Council for Education, Early Childhood Development and 
Youth Affairs, 2008). The original social action content in the Early Years Learning Framework was 
reduced in response to political and media criticism yet retains clear commitment to inclusive 
principles such as a sense of belonging, equity, respect for diversity and partnerships with families 
(Sumsion, et al, 2009). The principles, practices and learning outcomes of this framework make 
reference to children’s awareness of fairness and social responsibility, and to teachers’ use of critical 
reflection to improve equity and social justice provisions (DEEWR, 2009). It defines inclusion as 
… taking into account all children’s social, cultural and linguistic diversity (including 
learning styles, abilities, disabilities, gender, family circumstances and geographic 
location) in curriculum decision-making processes. The intent is to ensure that all 
children’s experiences are recognised and valued….  all children have equitable access 
to resources and participation, and opportunities to demonstrate their learning and to 
value difference (DEEWR, 2009, p. 24). 
Similar notions of social and cultural inclusion are reflected in three general capabilities in the 
Australian Curriculum (ACARA, 2011a) for the early years of school - personal and social capability, 
ethical behaviour, and intercultural understanding. Personal and social capability includes empathy 
and awareness of diverse perspectives, while ethical behaviour and intercultural understanding 
incorporate respect and fairness. The cross-curricular priority of respect for Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander histories and cultures is shared with the Early Years Learning Framework, although 
examples within the available school subject areas are as yet sketchy. While the Asian cross-curricular 
priority reflects similar cultural inclusion intentions and appreciation of Australia’s location, examples 
that differentiate between the many Asian cultures will be required to support culturally respectful 
enactment of this section of the Australian Curriculum.  
Differences between the Early Years Learning Framework and the Australian Curriculum lie 
in the emphasis in the latter on social and cultural inclusion, on level-based assessment and on support 
service delivery rather than broader diversity (e.g. abilities, circumstances, location), individualised 
assessment for learning and inclusive classroom pedagogies. Statements on diversity of learners in the 
Australian Curriculum support materials are focused on needs and on support services such as 
provision for disabilities and English as an additional language or dialect (ACARA, 2011b). Although 
incorporation of culture and language content represents inclusive intentions, the focus on targeted 
support provision is reminiscent of integration approaches and of medical models of diversity as a 
deficit requiring preparatory or remedial action (Slee, 2007). The gaps and silences in the diversity 
section of the document and its implicit assumptions that all students will fit within the F-12 levels of 
the Australian Curriculum support this view of the document. Later revisions incorporating 
statements on flexible use of the curriculum levels and on educating gifted and talented students 
(ACARA, 2012) represent progress towards contemporary views of inclusive education in schools 
identified by Carrington and colleagues (2012) yet fail to adequately address misalignment and 
discontinuity. The mixed messages in the Australian Curriculum require clarification regarding the 
nature of inclusion, inclusive classroom pedagogies and consistency with other early years 
documents, including but not limited to the Early Years Learning Framework.  
 
Inclusion in state-based curriculum variants: Queensland example 
Although Carrington and colleagues (2012) anticipated that differences across Australia with respect 
to inclusive education would be reduced by the introduction of national curriculum documents, 
significant gaps remain.  The emerging state-based curriculum variants for both ECEC and school 
education have the potential to offer rich examples of implementation strategies that improve 
consistent yet contextually relevant application of inclusive ideals. The complexity of multiple 
document versions, however, may also complicate coherent enactment of inclusive principles, as 
illustrated in the following example.  
The Queensland state education authority has its own Curriculum to Classroom (C2C) 
version of the complex and multi-faceted Australian Curriculum (Department of Education and 
Training, 2011). Introduction in 2012 of C2C unit plans and lessons across all state schools, including 
preparatory and other early years classes, was directed at uniform enactment regardless of student 
population or location (DET, 2011). This scripted approach is at odds with inclusive pedagogies and 
could be expected to exacerbate an existing narrow emphasis on basic skills, didactic pedagogies and 
test preparation observed by Luke (2010) in Queensland early year classes, particularly for Indigenous 
children and children from disadvantaged circumstances. This observed trend runs counter to 
arguments that a 21st century curriculum should be cognitively demanding and involve sustained 
shared thinking, and that the closure of equity gaps should not limit intellectual challenge (Luke, 
2010; Sammons et al., 2004). Although a subsequent directive to Queensland teachers indicated 
options to differentiate for contextual circumstances (Education Queensland, March 2012), the C2C 
scripted format and level-based assessment retained an emphasis on uniformity and normative 
academic expectations.  
Queensland early years teachers and educational administrators must engage in the 
appropriate contextual application of an array of curriculum frameworks, including not only the 
documents cited above but also guiding documents for non-government schools and several other 
ECEC frameworks. For example, early years education in Catholic schools is framed by 
responsiveness to each child’s unique spiritual, social and emotional learning, developmental needs 
and circumstances, and by attention to continuity of learning enhanced by collaborative partnerships 
and activity-based experiences (Education Office, Archdiocese of Brisbane, 2013). During the 
development of the Australian Curriculum, the Early Years Curriculum Guidelines (Queensland 
Studies Authority QSA, 2006) continues to be in partial use for preparatory classes in Queensland 
schools (QSA, 2012). Its derivative, Foundations for Success for Indigenous community preschools 
(QSA, 2006), addresses cultural matters such as learning in both home languages and Standard 
Australian English, involvement of Elders and connecting learning to land and place. The Creche and 
Kindergarten Association (2012) Building Waterfalls is used in ECEC centres affiliated with that 
association while the Queensland Kindergarten Learning Guideline (QSA, 2010a) and the 
Framework for School Age Care (QSA, 2010b) derived from the Early Years Learning Framework 
are used for other preschools and school aged care programs. All these ECEC frameworks incorporate 
inclusive principles, individualised assessment for learning, holistic outcomes or objectives, cultural 
competence of teachers and pedagogies considering all children, developed in partnership with 
families. They share a social and cultural inclusion focus with the Australian Curriculum for the early 
years of school yet differ from the Australian Curriculum and C2C with respect to individualisation, 
range of outcomes, breadth of inclusion and partnerships. Negotiation of differences between ECEC 
and the Australian Curriculum together with interpretation and linking of the complex array of 
curriculum variants present a challenge for teachers in ECEC and schools in reducing discontinuities 
that might detract from successful transition to school. 
 
Inclusion and partnership with families  
Partnership with families represents a key feature of effective pedagogies for early education (Dockett 
et al, 2007; Siraj-Blatchford, Sylva, Muttock, Gilden, & Bell, 2002), inclusive practice in early 
education (Petriwskyj, 2010), and transition to school (Dockett et al, 2011; Petriwskyj & Grieshaber, 
2012; Sangavararapu, 2010; Schischka, Rawlinson & Hamilton, 2012).  The family partnership focus 
in the ECEC documents is, however, not reflected in the Australian Curriculum. School partnerships 
with families offer opportunities for enhancement of inclusion, continuity of children’s educational 
experience and a sense of confidence as children enter the early years of school (Ashton, Woodrow, 
Johnston, Wangamann, Singh & James, 2008; McTurk, Lea, Robinson, Nutton, & Carapetis, 2011; 
Thorpe et al, 2005). Reductions in teacher-family interactions and a less personalised style of 
interaction as children enter school impact negatively on teachers’ capacity to offer continuity in 
children’s experience and build on their cultural capital (Ashton, et al, 2008; Grieshaber, 2009).  
Effective partnerships between schools and the families of children with disabilities and 
gifted children reduce the confusion of their engagement with multiple professionals and their 
common experience of disempowerment (Merry, 2008; Schischka, et al, 2012; Slee, 2000). Respectful 
partnerships are also important for families from socially, culturally and linguistically diverse 
backgrounds in situations where children may demonstrate adjustment difficulties arising from 
unfamiliarity with school cultures and languages (Dockett, et al, 2011; McTurk et al, 2011; Thorpe et 
al, 2005). These difficulties are exacerbated by teachers’ misinterpretation of negative responses of 
children from diverse cultural backgrounds as lack of ability or readiness (McTurk et al, 2011; 
Sangavararapu, 2010; Thorpe et al, 2005). Enhancement of teachers’ cultural understanding and 
cultural communication through professional education programs and enhanced family-school 
partnerships would counteract a potential increase in inequitable circumstances for children whose 
performance differs from normative school expectations.  
 
The implications for inclusion in early years education 
The combination of limited partnership, curricular misalignment, pedagogic discontinuity and 
curricular complexity increases tensions for early years teachers in schools between the competing 
demands of inclusion and academic outcomes. While there is evidence of pressure towards the 
adoption of more academically focused and didactic teaching in ECEC (Grieshaber, 2009), ‘outcomes 
pressure’ intensifies in relation to national statutory assessments in the early years of school. In this 
context normative academic performance will have more salience and inclusion is likely to be 
accorded less prominence. Slee (2007) has argued that in a climate of performativity, schools’ 
increasing risk aversion is likely to express itself in non-inclusive practices such as external referral to 
support services and use of testing regimes as an exclusionary measure. This suggests the potential for 
a reversion to integration approaches in which children must fit existing structures or be marginalised 
or excluded, unless inclusive principles are clarified and consistent enactment is supported. 
           The combination of national outcome standards based on “Eurocentric cultural artifacts that 
exclude the cultures of the increasingly diverse student populations” and performance pressures may 
also contribute to a tiered structure of schools with residualised provision for disadvantaged 
populations (Slee, 2007, p.7). These circumstances are likely to increase the challenge of ensuring 
high quality provision for Indigenous children, for communities identified as having low academic 
outcomes and for remote communities (Grieshaber, 2009; Mc Turk et al, 2011) since it may influence 
teachers’ willingness to work in these communities. Considered in combination with a narrowing 
emphasis in the early years of school on basic skills, test preparation and didactic pedagogies for these 
populations (Luke, 2010), a picture emerges of reduced equity in schools that runs counter to 
inclusive efforts to enhance early years education for all children. This will impact negatively on 
transition to school of children for whom continuity of high quality provision is crucial. The 
challenges of discontinuity during transition have been highlighted for children with disabilities or 
complex support requirements, gifted children, children from Indigenous and other culturally and 
linguistically diverse backgrounds, and those from backgrounds of socio-economic disadvantage 
(Dockett et al, 2011; McTurk, et al, 2011; Raban & Ure, 2000; Sangavararapu, 2010; Schischka, et al, 
2012; Whitton, 2005)  
 
The implications for transition to school  
The gap between ECEC and school documents impacts on seamless transition to school and 
predicates a return to expectations of readiness for school that are inconsistent with inclusion. 
Traditional notions of readiness were based on the assumption that children should possess normative 
academic and social skills prior to school entry. Contemporary notions of transition to school as a 
long-term process of supported change assume the ‘ready’ school that provides equitably for children 
with a range of backgrounds and abilities (Petriwskyj & Grieshaber, 2011). An inclusive transition is 
a non-stigmatising shared process based on social models of diversity focused on provision of 
circumstances supporting all children’s ongoing learning, rather than on medical models focused on 
remediation of deficits (Stephen & Cope, 2003).  
Recent research on transition to school has emphasised shared responsibility and the role of 
schools in ensuring continuity in children’s education, particularly for those experiencing challenges 
(Dockett, et al., 2011). Home-school continuity is assisted by family partnerships, while continuity 
between ECEC and the early years of school is supported through curricular alignment, graduated 
shifts in pedagogies and collaborative links between teachers to share information and understandings 
about learning (Dockett, et al., 2007; Petriwskyj & Grieshaber, 2011; Thorpe, et al, 2005). Links are 
also required between schools and other agencies working with families and children with disabilities 
in ECEC, since a lack of ongoing support results in discontinuity impacting on children’s sustained 
progress (Dockett, et al., 2011; Walker, Nicholson, Carrington, Dunbar, Hand, Whiteford, Meldrum, 
& Berthelsen, 2012). Improved alignment between curriculum documents must, therefore, be 
supported by engagement of a range of stakeholders to share planning for continuity in inclusive 
practice as children engage with transition to school. 
 
Conclusion 
While attention to social and cultural inclusion is shared across the Australian national early years 
documents, discontinuities with respect to the broader inclusion agenda represent challenges to early 
years education. These matters potentially entrench disadvantage through discontinuity in inclusive 
pedagogies that disrupts transition to school. Alignment of inclusive principles across early education 
demands substantial broadening of the inclusive content of the Australian Curriculum together with 
improved consistency in conceptualisation of inclusion across early years documents. Continuity of 
pedagogies to support inclusive transitions to school requires improvement in family-school 
partnerships, reductions in normative pressure in the early years of school and respectful negotiation 
between teachers in ECEC and the early years of school. Enhanced curricular alignment should 
include strengthened links between the Early Years Learning Framework and the broader content of 
the Australian Curriculum, differentiated interpretation of academic outcome levels in the Australian 
Curriculum, and more explicit information for schools on inclusive strategies beyond support service 
provision. Pedagogic continuity and curriculum alignment would frame more coherent enactment of 
inclusive intentions across early education. 
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